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Shannon County, Missouri
Summer 1996






Chapter One



A night breeze lifted the dark skirts of the forest. The usual riot of insects fell quiet. Into the well of this new silence came a sudden peal of laughter—a bark of laughter, exuberant, righteous, feminine.


Hahhhhhyeeeee!


The sound of it at 2:16 A.M.: half raucous cheer, half squeal of delight, borne like a tumbling feather across the wide, night-screened meadow of Kindermann Forest Summer Camp.
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On the opposite side of the meadow, in a one-room cedar cottage joined to the camp office, Schuller Kindermann looked up from his drafting table.


He considered his wristwatch. His kindly shopkeeper’s face, known for its paternal softness and for the mildness of its expressions, assumed a disappointment that was sharp and private. In his unsteady right hand he held a surgeon’s scalpel, the tip of the scalpel pressed into a sheet of heavy Italian-made paper, the paper to be cut millimeter by millimeter, fiber by fiber, then prodded, molded, expertly creased, until, like a pop-up book or the ribs of a paper lantern, it would rise up and assume the shape Schuller intended.


He called his creations Foldout Paper Cards, a hobby of his own invention, though recently an art supplies wholesaler had visited camp and surveyed Schuller’s cards, which had been set out in a display case, and declared them examples of kirigami, a Japanese art form. Schuller wanted to scoff at this pronouncement. Kirigami. Imagine that. To be told he is a kirigamiist! He’d begun making Foldout Paper Cards some eight years earlier, near the time of his unofficial retirement and the gradual handing over of daily camp operations to the program director. Tonight, Schuller had hoped to cut and bend and coax from the paper a three-dimensional outline of the Basilica of San Lorenzo in Milan, Italy. Too bad then that, at this late hour, the basilica would not rise, would not reveal itself, thanks to the bark of laughter and his lack of concentration and the palsied tremor—mild, to be sure—quivering the wrist of his right hand. What a shame. If he’d had his window fan on, he might not even have heard it.


He rose and slipped his bare feet into a pair of loafers. Before stepping out the door, he switched on the porch floodlight—a marbled brightness, a low, buzzing hum. In an instant there was a mad spiraling of gypsy moths and enough gauzy light for him to shuffle ahead a few timid steps and descend the porch’s sagging pine board stairs.


It was much better once he felt the rich meadow grass beneath his loafers. He had his bearings. His night vision was reasonably good. If he concentrated, he could recall, or rather rehear, the laugh, its upward feminine lilt, its open claim of privilege, too.


At once he had a sure-voiced intuition as to which direction the laughter had come from, and he set out along a path that would take him across the meadow toward the sleeping cabins and sandlots and recreation courts and swimming pool. A lengthy enough hike, especially at night, but so be it. He was used to crossing the meadow—three acres long, two wide, the largest clearing in all of Kindermann Forest Summer Camp. Over the course of the summer the meadow would serve as assembly and parade ground, capture-the-flag field, parking lot. It never failed to draw the eye of each visitor. To parents the meadow looked safe, a happy accident of geography amid an otherwise rugged Ozark landscape. (No accident. The meadow had been cleared of cedar trees in 1957, and every spring since then Schuller and the maintenance staff had collected and carried off thousands of stones that pushed through the skin of the grass.)


There was a soft freckling of light along the scrubby southern edge of the meadow, the clustered winking of fireflies. In time he made a measured and mostly confident descent along a mild, dew-slick slope to a volleyball court and a row of tire swings. At the swings a brick walkway began and in the span of a few careful steps became something else: a burrowed path into the woods, a long sweep of tunneling darkness.


From this point on, it would be a more painstaking journey. With the soles of his loafers, he felt his way forward, one brick to the next, a meticulous and sure-footed tap, tap, tapping, until, after much time and blind probing, he arrived at a large, partially lit swimming pool built into the thick of the woods.


So they’d been bold enough to turn on the shower-house lights and let the soft gleam spill out across the deck and the pool’s lapping surface. A few dim shapes moved in the water. He could see the red glow of cigarettes, could hear a kicked bottle rolling across the concrete deck. All of this an unwelcome surprise, a disappointment, truly. But a satisfaction, at least, to know that his first hunch had been correct. And a relief, a consolation, to remember this: the campers had not yet arrived; the start of the first session was still, thankfully, two days away.


Even so, he marveled at the trespassers’ sense of entitlement, of which he’d seen no sign during the past week of counselor training. Not that he knew what to look for, exactly. In Schuller’s experience each generation of summer camp counselors adopted its own awkward and always veiling brand of etiquette while in the company of the camp director. This group had shown him nothing but a bright and vaguely cloying eagerness. Carry your satchel, Mr. Kindermann? Will there be a campfire this evening? Oh, good, Mr. Kindermann. And will we be doing “Lights of the City” on the guitar?


Such agreeableness. And yet, here they were, his earnest counselors, ignoring the midnight curfew and wading about the pool like guests at a spa. He stepped up to the fence.


They were pale and chubby, these trespassers and curfew breakers. They had lined up at the diving board, most of them. And in the matter of swimsuits, they seemed to prefer—


He squinted, blinked.


What he’d first thought to be two paunchy and shirtless young men were, on second glance, two bare-breasted young women, naked young women, edging along the length of the board. He knew them by assignment rather than by name: an archery instructor, a petite arts and crafts attendant, her hair cut in a girlish bob. Both young women moved as if they were treading the windblown ledge of a high building, and yet, unmistakably, they were grinning and laughing and pretending to unbalance one another with a sudden push or turn. Upon arriving at the end of the board, the first girl did a brave hop and fell a few short feet onto what looked to be a very narrow plastic raft that someone had floated in her direction. No surprise that the raft buckled and shot out from beneath her. She somersaulted forward and revealed the dark cleft of her ass.


The raft was floated back out in range of the diving board. The second young woman took her leap. Only then did Schuller recognize the raft for what it was: a large, absurd blow-up hot dog nestled in a fat, inflated bun—a ridiculous pool toy, but also an advertisement for the Oscar Mayer Company. Tonight it was being put to a different use—as a sight gag for the girl counselors of Kindermann Forest.


And the boy counselors? There were several lined up at the board. They, too, walked their naked walk. One difference: the hot dog was held back and an ordinary black inner tube was floated out to the center of the deep end. Each boy leapt toward it. The goal, apparently, was to land dead center and penetrate the tube with a dive or feet-first jump. None of the boys could manage it. But what a scene they made, under- or overshooting their target, then hoisting themselves up naked onto the inner tube, sprawling across it, writhing for control. For this they received whooping cheers of encouragement from an unseen audience treading water in the pool.


Schuller, his fingers curled through the wire diamonds of the pool fence, understood he was seeing an elaborate game or joke acted out: the lurching Oscar Mayer hot dog for the girls, the drifting inner tube for the boys. He wasn’t blind to the implications.


The front gate was open and swinging on its hinges. Schuller passed through it and, having descended the first of eight wide steps, looked out and saw a host of young men and women strutting about the shallow end. For all he knew, his entire staff of counselors had gathered here. They were, without exception, unclothed, naked by consensus.


Of course he’d have to pass along news of what he was seeing to other members of the Kindermann Forest senior staff. There’d be the presumption that Schuller took pleasure in this spectacle. After all, the counselors were young. He was old, seventy-eight years to be precise. Wasn’t it arousing for an old man to look upon a young woman’s naked body? His most honest answer: no, not women’s bodies, nor, for that matter, men’s. Not children’s, either.


He took a step down, this one rushed and uneven, and found himself swaying to the left, not far enough to fall, but enough to get his heart racing and to draw the attention of someone nearby, a young woman standing beside the open shower-house door. Even in his precarious state he recognized her: Wendy Kavanagh, head lifeguard and swimming instructor, an exceedingly tubby girl with large round hips and buttocks, enormous clapping thighs. He’d had reservations about hiring her. But what objections could he offer? Her credentials had been first-rate. And she’d easily outswum the competition. At present she was moving toward the steps, her gaze trained on him, her manner oddly commiserative. A lifeguard’s whistle dangled between her breasts.


Did she think she was beautiful without clothes? Was she not embarrassed? There was a time, not so long ago, when young women of her size and odd shape would not dare appear—even clothed—at a public swimming pool.


She raised her bare arm up to him.


Only then did her intentions become clear. She meant to steady him as he descended the steps. She meant to guard him against falling. As courtesies went, this one was unforgivable.


He managed the last six steps on his own, crossed the deck to the shower house, and flipped on, one by one, the full complement of outdoor pool lights. At once a nimbus of hazy yellow light, a dome of light, materialized over the pool and drew—or were they there already?—a thousand whirring insects.


A naked diver leapt from the board. A dozen or more swimmers began to splash and cry out. “Lights off! Lights off!” they shouted. They raised their hands against the glare and recognized him. “Mr. Kindermann?” There was the proper ring of astonishment in their voices, though not the shamed panic he would have liked. Before long they were scrambling from the water, padding about the deck naked, towel-less, snatching up whatever hastily flung garments they could find. Somewhere in their ranks a young man laughed. A friend shushed him. Too late though. By then the hilarity had traveled to others, and soon they were all laughing aloud, several of them hysterically so, as they tried to wrestle underwear over their wet limbs. When this failed, they simply held their balled-up clothing to their chests and ran laughing for the gate.


Because there was but one exit, Schuller had time to recognize each counselor as he or she passed, if not by name then by camp assignment. Wrangler, arts and crafts attendant, canoe instructor. Thirteen, no, fourteen counselors in all.


The pool they’d left behind was a ruin of gaudy debris: beer bottles and clothing and side-turned lounge chairs and, in the middle of it all, Wendy Kavanagh, who by now had covered herself, armpit to thigh, with a large beach towel and was stooped over the deck, gathering up stray kickboards and stacking them, as she’d been taught, beneath the lifeguard’s chair.


The sight of her, bent to work, aggravated him. He found his voice. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Wendy. Get back to your cabin.”


She labored on.


“Do you hear me, Wendy?”


She nodded while stacking boards. “I’ll just be a minute, Mr. Kindermann.”


“You will not,” he ordered. “Find your swimsuit and steer yourself back to your cabin.”


She stood straight and weighed the instructions given to her. Some element of what he’d spoken, the tone perhaps, appeared to baffle her. “I can let the boards go till morning,” she said. “But the filter’s off and the—”


“LEAVE THEM BE!” he shouted, and she stared back openmouthed, amazed. A June bug alighted on her damp hair. She shook it off, surveyed the cluttered deck, winced in sadness or regret. Then she rummaged beneath a lounge chair, found her flip-flops, though not her swimsuit, and marched her way up the steps and into the cavernlike blackness of the walkway.
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Schuller meant to follow her, yet once he’d tuned off all the lights, he found the boundary between deck and stairs impossible to locate. He stepped back, flipped on the shower-house switch.


The sudden flickering of light caught an unclothed woman stranded halfway between the shower stall and the bay of lockers behind which she’d been hiding.


They both jumped. Schuller’s heart did a queer double thump before settling back into a more sensible rhythm. The woman appeared even more startled, struck dumb, too overwhelmed to catch her breath.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” he insisted.


Her mouth hung open. She raised a hand to her lips and fanned her fingers about, as if she’d just tasted something blazingly hot. An absurd gesture, certainly, and, for Schuller, a familiar one. He had a younger cousin, now twenty years dead, who, when frightened, would fan her mouth in the exact same motion. Odd that this long-forgotten gesture should reveal itself in, of all people, this naked woman, a black woman no less, the first Kindermann Forest Summer Camp had ever employed.


“Really,” he said. “I—”


She found her breath, suddenly, in one deep and rather noisy inhalation. Her shoulders heaved.


“What would your people think of this?” Schuller asked.


She would not look him in the eye. Instead she let her gaze wander the shower room. She reached out, pulled a deflated beach ball from the locker shelf and, after a moment’s consideration, decided to hold it over her lap rather than her chest. “I don’t think they’d be very happy about it,” she said.


“They’d be furious, I’m sure. And your son. What would he think?”


“He’s so young, Mr. Kindermann. I don’t think he’d have an opinion, one way or the other.”


“He’ll grow up fast though, won’t he? Then he’ll have all sorts of opinions.” He squared himself for the task of climbing the pool steps. “After I’m gone,” he said, “you will dress and you will turn off the lights. Do you understand me?”


She nodded.


“I won’t forget this,” he said. “The disappointment. The shock of seeing you.”


It seemed he’d spoken persuasively on the matter. Fortunately, he didn’t undermine his message by teetering on the steps or, once he’d located the brick walkway, losing his way amid the utter darkness.


The meadow, when he reached it, was awash in humid air. Nearby the tree branches raked against one another. The grass beneath his feet felt spongy and alive. From the valley behind him came a soft rumbling thunder and the distant hiss of rain moving in his direction. He picked up his pace. In time he could see the glow of his cottage window. Fifty yards closer and he could make out the crown of soft lamplight shining down on his drafting table.


At worst he would make it back to his cottage with a few thick raindrops puddled in his hair. But what if he didn’t make it back at all?


Sometimes, not often, it made him unaccountably happy to think of the curtain swinging shut on his life. To be taken in an instant. To have a lightning bolt find him and leave for the staff of Kindermann Forest a stirring artifact: his half-charred loafers steaming in the meadow grass.
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Nothing of the sort happened. The remaining events of his night were small and ordinary. He brushed his teeth (real teeth, not even a crown or bridge). He went to bed. Three hours later he woke to a muted gray dawn and a steady drizzling rain against the cottage window.


He had every right to feel groggy and drained. A pleasant surprise then that he should feel such unexpected vigor in exchange for so little rest. He washed and dressed. Then he passed from his cottage into the much larger camp office, where he brewed a pot of coffee and sat behind the director’s desk.


At six-thirty he called Meadowmont Gardens Nursing Home and spoke to Mrs. Davenport, the shift supervisor on Hall 2A, regarding what progress, or lack thereof, had been observed during the previous week. While they talked, a nurse’s aide helped Schuller’s brother, Sandie, shuffle from his room to a lavishly furnished yet sterile parlor, to a leather armchair, to a telephone receiver placed in Sandie’s left hand and guided to a resting place between his neck and chin.


This was a ritual carefully followed each Saturday morning for the past eleven months, since Sandie’s release from the hospital and his admittance to Meadowmont Gardens. Impossible to know whether these phone calls lifted Sandie’s spirits; on the whole they left Schuller feeling glum. And it wasn’t so much Sandie’s disabilities, his pivoting shuffle and withered left side, his grossly slurred and often impenetrable speech, which eleven months of therapy had done little to improve. No, it was a certain dullness that Schuller had detected in his brother several years before the stroke, a slackening of interest in camp activities, in his model railroad sets, in himself. Difficult to share a life and a cottage with someone so annoyingly mild. All the more troubling because they were twins. Not identical, but fraternal twins who happened to look a good deal alike. Not identical, they’d explained to the unobservant thousands of times during their seventy-eight years as siblings and four decades as codirectors of Kindermann Forest Summer Camp, during their long and unbroken bachelorhood—though, of course, few people would mistake them as identical now.


“There’s some weather headed your way,” Schuller began. “We got it last night. Wind and showers and whatnot. Nothing dire, but if you’re going out to Holy Infant this afternoon, you’ll want to have Theresa bring along an umbrella.”


To this a curt reply, not so much a word as a breathy huff of acknowledgment.


“And you’re adjusting very well to the new blood medication. No dizziness with this one. At least according to Mrs. Davenport. That’s good news, I would think.”


From Sandie a murmur, a kind of elongated “huuurrummmmmph.”


They were abrupt and one-sided, these Saturday phone conversations. One always hoped for the solace of family connection, but then again, one was frequently disappointed. At least today Schuller had an interesting topic. He began describing last night’s spectacle, the shock of it, the willfulness involved, and a question came to him: he wanted to know what would cause young women to undress and behave that way. Schuller had grown up in the world of boys and men and knew their tendencies. But women? It was widely known they didn’t have the same appetites as men. So what pressures had been brought to bear on them? Was it alcohol? When it came to the conduct of women, Sandie’s experience extended beyond his own. Certainly, Schuller would have liked to have known, but instead he talked about the strewn clothing and cigarettes and beer bottles, and at last he received a prolonged response, sibilant and damp and plaintive-sounding. Without recognizing a single word, he understood the sum and substance of Sandie’s reply, his primary objection: the location of the swimming pool. Years earlier Schuller had insisted the pool be built twenty yards into the woods, and he was now willing to concede that it wasn’t worth the extra expense, or years of leaf-clogged filters and root damage, not to mention the after-hours enticement a secluded pool presented to young counselors. So, yes, Schuller admitted, an unwise choice all around. He should not have been so stubborn. The problem at hand, though, was the violation of camp rules that had occurred the night before. Schuller had a specific penalty in mind, and when he shared this, he was surprised by both the vehemence of the response and by the fact that he’d not made sense of a single word.


“All right,” he told his brother. “I’ll certainly take that into consideration. We may just be of the—”


Another forceful reply, of which Schuller understood the words you and anyway.


“Very well, Sandie. You’re still my codirector after all. I remind everyone here of that. I do. All the time.”


“Sal-waze dun hut-chu-like.”


“I think so, yes. I’m inclined to agree. Now then, Mrs. Davenport says the van to Holy Infant leaves at three this afternoon. That’s an hour early. Theresa knows this. She’ll have everything ready. So, give my best to Father Ed and, well, everyone. Goodbye, Sandie.” He hung up the phone and watched several beaded drops of rain commingle and slide down the office picture window.
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At seven-thirty he convened an emergency meeting of the senior staff: Program Director Linda Rucker, Head Cook Maureen Boyd, Head of Maintenance Reggie Boyd. Normally, a senior staff meeting would have included the head lifeguard and camp nurse and several others. Not so this meeting, which Schuller decided to limit to just himself and the three others: Linda, Maureen, Reggie, each of whom had worked at Kindermann Forest more than fifteen summers.


They arranged their chairs in a half circle around the director’s desk and then went straight to the strong pot of coffee Schuller had brewed, filled their cups and grimaced at the first sip.


He said it as plainly and forcefully as he could: “There’s been an incident that requires our immediate attention.” The somber tone he’d used and the careful way he’d assembled his words made Linda Rucker slump down into her chair and then lift her broad face up to Schuller with a wince of trepidation.


He recounted for them the events of the previous night, along with the pertinent details: the drinking, the discarded clothing, the inflatable hot dog and inner tube. Reckless behavior to be sure. More reckless, more vulgar than the usual indulgences of a summer camp staff. When Schuller revealed his recommended penalty for last night’s violations, he could tell it was not to Linda’s and Maureen’s liking. Quiet, uncomplicated Reggie Boyd, Maureen’s nephew, looked as if he wished he were back in the oily kingdom of his maintenance shed.


“Let’s think a moment, Schuller,” Linda said. “Let’s slow down just a minute and make sure this is the right step for us to take.”


He assured them he had thought it through. And it was the right step. No use trying to sort out all the different offenses: curfew, alcohol, trespassing, nudity. Much simpler to apply the same penalty to everyone.


“But we have to think about the timing, don’t we?” Linda asked. “Is it the best thing to do now, with the training nearly done? With the first and most difficult camp session still ahead of us?” Between Linda and Maureen there was a certain glance, pained and knowing, as if his involvement in this matter was an ordeal to be endured.


But what could they do, really—except exchange their glances and ask their patient questions? It was up to Schuller to determine what was necessary. He was still founder and owner of Kindermann Forest. The camp bore his name. The fact of it was so obvious it couldn’t be spoken aloud.
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After the meeting, he walked with his senior staff across the meadow to the mess hall for breakfast.


At least they, his truant counselors, had managed to bring themselves, bleary and uncombed, to the mess hall tables. Schuller stood for Morning Prayer. Afterward platters of scrambled eggs and pancakes were passed from table to table. When breakfast was done, he rose and walked among the benches and finally motioned to a petite, freckled young woman, an arts and crafts attendant. He believed her name was Stacy. “Would you be kind enough to walk with me to the camp office?” he asked. And she nodded and strolled beside him, patiently, as he traversed the length of meadow.


Inside the office he sat her on the opposite side of the director’s desk and without preamble told her that her employment at Kindermann Forest had ended and she should make arrangements to be gone by dinnertime, if not sooner. She stared at him coolly from across the reach of the desk, a red-haired, pixie-faced college freshman who could pass for fifteen. Perhaps she thought of herself as brave. If so, she would need to revise her opinion. When he slid the phone across the table, when she dialed and spoke the first words to her father, her voice caught in her throat and she let out a loud, blubbering sob. Her father’s remarks seemed to make matters worse. She hung up the phone and cried harder. After a while she stopped. Schuller sent her to her cabin to pack and set out across the meadow to the mess hall.


It was a round-trip journey he made fourteen more times. Odd, but you could never tell in advance how a counselor would receive the news. Those who trembled and stuttered with anxiety during the walk over sometimes found a well of self-possession to draw upon when the phone was passed to them. Some who were aloof broke down. Kenny Cossman, unit leader for male counselors, cried. Schuller had spotted burly Kenny the previous night bouncing up the pool steps with his clothes in his arms (his penis half-erect and bouncing along with him). Too late now, of course. Nothing could be changed, senior staff member or not. But how odd it was, truly, to observe Kenny and several of the other large young men. They pleaded. They begged his pardon or cursed under their breath. Yet when the phone was handed to them, they huffed and sputtered and wept. Was there a particular frailty to large men when it came to being dismissed? One had to wonder.


He called upon Head Lifeguard Wendy Kavanagh last. By then, of course, the news was out. As they walked toward the camp office, she asked if it was mandatory that she be packed and out of camp by dinnertime.


He said it was.


Because her mother, she explained, would have to drive down from Chicago and wouldn’t reach Kindermann Forest until after dark.


“Then you may wait on the bench outside the front gate,” Schuller told her.


In the office she went straight to the phone and placed her call. “Swimming,” she said to her mother. “Swimming at night. After curfew. Oh yes,” she said, as if just now remembering. “Swimming naked. Yes, Mom,” she said. “Right. Wait a minute.” She held the receiver to her chest and turned her gaze across the table toward him. “Why?” she asked.


“Why what?”


“Why are we being fired?”


He nearly laughed. What a ridiculous girl! Was the whole world a puzzle to her? “As a counselor,” he said, “you have responsibilities, yes? For example, you are in charge of campers. And what if they were to sneak from their cabins—such things happen all the time—and see you and other counselors drinking and parading naked about the pool? What sort of lasting impression would that make? And what would it do to Kindermann Forest’s reputation if they were to return home and tell their parents or guardians?”


“But there are no campers,” Wendy said. “The campers don’t arrive till Monday.”


In his mind’s eye he reviewed what he’d seen of her the night before: her paunchy belly and enormous buttocks and thighs, the whistle dangling between her heavy breasts. Of the many reasons he had for firing her and her fellow counselors, the first was simple outrage. Outrage at the stupidity of the young. There was an old-fashioned name for this stupidity: callowness. What they’d been celebrating last night, these callow young men and women, was the oldest and most tedious joke—the penis, the vagina, the spectacle of intercourse. If they couldn’t feel shame at their own callowness, then let them at least feel the humiliation of being fired.


“Even so,” he said. “Campers or no campers. The principle remains the same.”
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As it turned out, they’d inherited a muggy and slate gray morning. Schuller would have liked to have settled down in his cottage for a nap. Yet to do so would deny his remaining staff an essential loyalty: after all, if he were principled enough to make the truly hard decisions, then he should be equally mindful of helping to deal with the consequences. Inside the mess hall he found what remained of his senior staff in a desultory huddle around the director’s dining table: Linda Rucker, Maureen and Reggie Boyd, Camp Nurse Harriet Foster.


Of course, it wasn’t anywhere near as hopeless as they thought. He told them so. No time for discouragement, he said. Yes, they had two days to assemble a new staff of counselors before the campers arrived on Monday afternoon, but they would not be alone in the enterprise. He knew of more than twenty professional acquaintances who would begin working at once on their behalf. For instance, a list of potential lifeguards could be obtained from the YMCA. Counselors might be hired from the highest ranks of the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts or from seminaries or from more than a dozen midwestern charity organizations. Not so impossible after all, he said, and for the benefit of a defeated-looking Linda Rucker, he raised his soft eyebrows in an expression that he hoped was measured and wise and determined. Nearby, Nurse Foster’s five-year-old son—fatherless, lighter skinned than his black mother—sat on the floor and let an old-fashioned wood top spin inside the corral of his legs.


Just outside the mess hall, on the pathways leading to and from the cabins, cliques of expelled counselors gathered to commiserate. No one, it seemed, could travel more than a few paces without receiving a prolonged embrace, a teary farewell. Schuller couldn’t help but marvel. What camaraderie, what solidarity of feeling, when, in fact, all they had done was endure a week’s worth of first aid and program training—and perhaps groped one another in the darkened woods.


And on the patio adjoining the mess hall sat the three counselors who, the previous night, had obeyed camp regulations, honored curfew, and remained clothed and sober in the cabins. They were—it had to be noted—an ungainly bunch, the two girls bony, anxious, unlovely; the boy pale and cloddish and otherwise hopelessly bland. What a shame, too, because these inadequacies were always obvious to the campers’ parents. Even with the tumultuous events of the morning, these three couldn’t seem to manage among them any sort of spirited conversation. Nevertheless Schuller strolled by and gave them a nod of encouragement.


But inwardly he brooded. Too bad, really. If it were possible, he would dismiss them all and start the summer from scratch.





Chapter Two



At that age—nineteen and twenty or a few years older—it was best not to think too hard about the assignments to which they committed themselves.


They came from towns in Missouri and Arkansas and Illinois, and throughout winter, especially the dismal midwestern months of February and March, they imagined with startling clarity all the bright components that would make up their summertime lives. To think of it! The leisurely jobs they would hold. The weekend road trips taken with friends. The one unforgettable summer party at which they would do or say something daring and hilarious and thereby attract the notice of someone special, someone a mark or two wiser and more beautiful than they deserved. At that age they were the deepest and truest of romantics.


By the second week of June it was clear that none of this would happen as they’d imagined. It probably wouldn’t happen at all. They couldn’t get over it, this chasmlike difference between their brightest imaginings and the sodden feel of their actual lives.


But at church Sunday morning or on a flyer stuck to the door of their YMCA or in an out-of-the-blue phone call from a former teacher or scoutmaster they learned of an extraordinary opportunity.


Needed Immediately. 12 Summer Camp Counselors. 2 Lifeguards. 1 Horse Wrangler. Work with children and others. Kindermann Forest Summer Camp, Shannon County, Missouri.


A summer camp job. It set their minds racing. They could picture it all so clearly: the quaint, tree-shaded sleeping cabins, the rowdy and adoring children, the sudden camaraderie of other male and female counselors—the possibilities this entailed for tenderness, for sex.


Beguiled, they called Kindermann Forest and spoke to Program Director Linda Rucker. They were given only a few hours to decide. That was part of the attraction. They paced around their backyards or up and down their parents’ driveways, and once they’d decided, they rushed back inside and made the announcement to their families. I’m going to camp. Yes, sleepaway camp. For the whole summer. It was all a mad rush after that. They had to first untangle themselves from various obligations—their dull summer jobs at the nursery and grocery store and drive-thru restaurant, which, embarrassingly, they had to quit after just a few weeks of training. Yet it was harder still, or trickier, to break free from their hometown boyfriends and girlfriends, whom they relied upon but did not love, at least not passionately. Yes, I know. I know. We had plans for the summer. Sure we did. But I guess I’ve changed my mind about those plans. I’m going away to camp.


They spent their last evenings at home talking with close friends on the phone. Given the suddenness and haste of their departure, they could get by explaining themselves with simple platitudes. They were bored, they said. They were ready for a change. So why not give summer camp a try? They didn’t bother asking themselves where this new sense of adventure had come from. Their public reasons for going were all the same. Their private reasons were a different matter altogether.


Marcy Bittman accepted a lifeguard position because after just a week at home she found the sight and especially the sound of her mother, Coco Bittman, almost unbearable. She had no idea why. They adored each other. While away at college Marcy talked with Coco once or twice a day. They were known in Marcy’s sorority as the daughter and mother so young and lively they could pass as sisters. When Marcy took the job at Kindermann Forest, she told her weeping mother that without the services of a certified lifeguard the camp would have to shut its doors and turn away hundreds of heartbroken children.


Veronica Yordy went to camp because her friend and sorority sister Marcy Bittman was going.


Wayne Kesterson signed on at Kindermann Forest because he’d been tried in Missouri State Court and found guilty of possessing five and a half ounces of homegrown marijuana. He’d be sentenced, probably to jail time, on the second Monday of September. The Big House. The Slammer. He could joke about it to family and friends. But inwardly he felt a long, steady surge of panic. It was agonizing, really. He needed something to fill the long summer days.


Stephen Walburn took a job as wrangler because he overheard his drunken aunt Marie say that a skinny man could only be attractive to women if he was seen in full command of a galloping horse.


Carrie Reinkenmeyer took a counselor position because everyone in her small Arkansas town knew she’d made love to the stupidest and least attractive boy in her high school senior class. The teasing she received, most of it from female friends, was constant and frequently cruel. But the experience itself was tender and not at all unsatisfying—and, if she didn’t leave right away, likely to be repeated.


Christopher Waterhouse went because those in charge of Kindermann Forest seemed to have changed their minds about him. He’d applied for a lifeguard position in April. After three weeks and no word, he called to see if they’d received his application. They had, a woman said. You’ll just have to wait for your letter. Ten days later the letter came. No thank you. They hadn’t even invited him down for an interview. To hell with them, he thought. He’d work at a better camp. Or start his own.


Now, when he called to ask about a possible job, the only question put to him was, How soon can you get here?


There were a dozen others, among them Kathleen Bram and Daniel Hartpence and Ellen Swinderman and Gibby Tumminello and Michael Lauderback and Emily Boehler, all of whom were not in the habit of weighing their private reasons for anything they did. For them it was simple. The offer came to them. A voice inside said, Go.


A clear voice inside Wyatt Huddy said, Go. But an equally clear and probably wiser voice said, Better stay put. Better stay exactly where you are. It was exhausting to be caught between these two opposites. Yes and No. Go and Stay. A needling ache settled into the corner of his stomach. Throughout the night he flitted in and out of sleep—his thoughts urgent and full of raw feeling.


It was as if the summer months ahead were being divided into two distinct regions: the land of staying put and being exactly who everyone knew him to be. Or the land of going away and presenting a version of himself that the children and counselors at camp might find agreeable.


A strange and precarious place, this second land.





Chapter Three



Toward morning the ache in his stomach dissolved. His thoughts slowed. For several hours he slept a grateful, unbroken sleep. When he woke, his mind was steady and clear—unstirred by worry. This seemed to Wyatt like a minor miracle. How on earth had he managed it?


From the window of his back room—a former woodshop and now a bedroom of sorts—he watched the morning light, slanted and grainy, flooding over the depot yard and revealing, in small increments, the long gravel driveway, the donations trucks parked side by side, the twin Dumpsters, the stone fountains and secondhand playground sets, the gifted (and tarnished) camper shells and tractor equipment; all of it settled atop a scrubby, brown lawn. Nothing rare or beautiful about this landscape, except that for a few minutes every day—in the early morning and again in the late evening—what went on outside his back room window was Wyatt Huddy’s to behold, exclusively so.


He rose from bed and dressed for the coming day: blue jeans, a stretched and spotted XL T-shirt, his socks and work boots. He pried his retainer from the roof of his mouth and placed it, hideous and wet, into its plastic holder. Then he paced down the hall and at the showroom entranceway flipped on every other switch and waited patiently while the long bars of fluorescent lights popped and sputtered and threw their white glare over the center’s enormous showroom floor.


Lampshades and scuffed bedroom furniture and picture frames and racks of neatly hung dead men’s trousers: it went on forever. Because each item carried some residue, some intimacy, from its former owner, Wyatt had to convince himself that it was all ordinary enough to mark and sell or eventually throw away in one of two mammoth Dumpsters parked in the depot yard. He’d grown used to tossing out toys, particularly dolls, but sometimes the most inconsequential items could provoke him: a shoelace, for example, made in 1953 and perfectly sealed inside its paper and cellophane wrapper. What modest hopes its maker had once had for it. A shoelace. And what a sharp pang of regret for Wyatt to toss it forever unused into the Dumpster.


Each morning—and this morning was no exception—a caravan of large, canvas-sided bins holding yesterday’s donations was lined up along the center aisle. Wyatt took a moment to rummage through them. No real treasures, of course. A stainless steel desk lamp, a flower vase, a glass certificate frame. To turn such shiny objects over in his hands was to be allowed an elongated view of himself. Impossible to explain this to others, but it was perfectly all right to go about the center’s showroom at 6:17 in the morning looking large and unkempt and Wyatt-like. For nearly two hours he would have sole use of the employee washroom and kitchen. He’d make breakfast and then begin sorting the bins. At eight Mrs. Barnett would come in and help him with the pricing. They’d work until the clerks, Mindy and Janet, arrived and counted up their cash drawers. By then a few bargain hunters might be waiting outside the sliding glass doors, which was fine if they were regular customers or friends of Mrs. Barnett. He would stay where he was and keep on with the pricing and shelving.


But if they were strangers, especially mothers with small children, then the easiest and most pleasurable part of his workday was over, and he would hurry back to the loading dock, where, for the remainder of the morning and afternoon, he would unload and repair whatever heavy furniture the trucks brought in.


It was taxing and sometimes hazardous work, which was why he felt such contentment now to stand in the employee kitchen pouring cereal and watching waffles cook in the blistering slots of a donated toaster. At the break room table he set out a magazine to read, a bygone issue of Popular Mechanics. This morning’s article: “Build Your Own Watercraft of the Future!” The illustration was certainly handsome, though the assembly instructions thwarted him at every turn. Align the aft portion of the chine and sheer clamp carefully to allow for the thickness of the transom. The coamings should be cut from 1/2-in. mahogany and rabbetted to the top edge of . . .


When he glanced up from the magazine, he heard a steady thump-thump-clink, thump-thump-clink that couldn’t have been the ventilation or any of the center’s innumerable objects settling on the shelf. He stood and cocked an ear toward each corner of the showroom. Then he made his way down the center aisle and out the back door to the loading dock.


There was Captain Throckmorton trudging away atop a rickety treadmill that the donation trucks had brought in the day before. A crown of sweat had beaded around the captain’s bald head. Every few seconds a drop would plunge down his cheek or the back of his neck. He seemed not to know what to do with his arms and, finally, to keep them from bouncing at his sides, rested them on the shelf of his belly, a high-set belly, firm-looking and comically round. From time to time he glanced at Wyatt and rolled his eyes as if to say, I know I look ridiculous. I know I’m a spectacle.


Maybe others might have thought so. Not Wyatt, who a few years earlier had been rescued by Captain Throckmorton from a steadily worsening family situation. If there was anything truly unusual about the captain, it was that, unlike the other Salvation Army captains or other men who worked at the center, he didn’t appear to have stumbled shaken and pale and weak out of a ruinous past life. He lived across the street and shared an apartment with his best friend, the barber Ed McClintock. They both sang tenor in the St. James choir. Each Wednesday evening they invited Wyatt to their apartment for dinner and board games. Just before they began their game—usually Risk or Yahtzee—Ed McClintock made coffee and poured a single shot glass of Irish Cream into his and the captain’s cups. This would be the only alcohol they’d consume all evening, perhaps all week, and, before raising the cup for his first sip, Ed McClintock would say, “Here’s to our glamorous lives, Captain.”


Eventually Captain Throckmorton slowed his pace and stepped off the treadmill. He consulted a stopwatch hanging from his neck. For a while he did nothing but breathe deeply. “Eleven minutes,” he said. “And from what I’ve heard some people will torture themselves on these things an hour a day? Could that be true?”


Wyatt said that yes, he thought it could.


“Hard to believe,” Captain Throckmorton said. He studied the treadmill as if it had reneged on an extravagant promise. Then he produced a handkerchief and wiped sweat from his brow and chin. “How’d the watch go last night, Wyatt?”


“Fine.”


“Nothing out of order?” he asked. “No cat burglars? No safecrackers?”


Wyatt couldn’t help but grin. It was a joke he’d come to enjoy, that the captain paid him to watch over the depot yard and showroom at night rather than unload the donation trucks during the day. That was part of the joke. The other part, which he’d not quite understood at first, was that few, if any, thieves would be interested in secondhand furniture and clothing in a Salvation Army depot on the outskirts of Jefferson City, Missouri. “No safecrackers,” he reported. “But I was thinking about it some, and I wanted to ask . . .”


“Yes?”


“Is it a rule, do you think, that everyone has to swim? Everyone who works at a summer camp?”


“I wouldn’t think so,” Captain Throckmorton said. He squinted in concentration. “No,” he said. “Probably not.”


“Because it seems like it would be a rule. Every time you see a show about a summer camp on TV, people are always swimming.”


“I’m sure it’s not a rule. I’m sure there are counselors who don’t swim at all.”


“Yes, maybe,” Wyatt said. From the wide concrete lip of the loading dock he looked out across the depot yard at the donation trucks and Dumpsters, the swing sets and yard fountains, the same fixtures, mostly, that he’d studied a short while earlier, upon waking, from the uncurtained window of his back room. There wasn’t anything he could say by way of explanation. It wasn’t as if he’d been able to reason out a decision. Yes or No. Go or Stay. The best he could do now was take a deep breath and decide on a whim. “All right then,” he said. He filled his lungs with damp morning air. “I’ll go ahead and do it,” he said. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll go ahead and start working at the summer camp.”


It was rare to see Captain Throckmorton taken by surprise. There was a sharp focus to his gaze. His coloring deepened into something like a blush. “You will?” he said. “I’m very glad to hear that, Wyatt. Very glad. It would have been a mistake, I think, to waste your summer here.”


“Yes, maybe so.”


“I’ll get on the phone right away and let Mr. Kindermann know you’re coming. And I’ll have one of the ladies from the St. James auxiliary drive you down.” He smiled hugely. “This is good news,” he said. “You’ve changed your mind. Was it about the swimming all along?”


Wyatt hardly knew how to answer. “Not just swimming,” he said. “It’s always hard, isn’t it? When you have to go someplace new. And settle in. And introduce yourself a hundred times.”


“I guess it is, yes.”


“Especially for me,” Wyatt said. “Plus, I’ve never tried working with children.”
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Once his word had been given, it couldn’t be taken back. He knew that. He packed his clothes and towels and soaps and the retainer he wore at night and a book about American presidents he didn’t much enjoy reading. Mrs. Barnett brought him a flashlight and canteen she’d gathered from the store shelves. She told him to spray for insects and not to stand in direct sunshine. The clerks, Mindy and Janet, who rarely talked to him, stood unseen in the hallway outside his room and called out together in the same tepid voice, “Have a good summer, Wyatt.” Captain Throckmorton hurried to Sears and bought a new sleeping bag. He said, “Choose a bunk bed near a window.” He said, “If you get a cold or sunburn or poison oak rash, go straight to the camp nurse.” He said, “A good way to begin a conversation is to say, ‘Excuse me. I’d like to introduce myself. My name is Wyatt Huddy.’”


By now the center, which had been entirely and exquisitely Wyatt’s at 6:00 A.M., was alive with the clamor of phones and earnest customers. Both Mrs. Barnett and Captain Throckmorton had matters to attend to. Their goodbyes were rushed and clumsy. “Take care and . . . be careful.” The truck drivers, hard-pressed and often bitter older men, considered Wyatt’s leaving a desertion. Why summer camp? they asked. What’s the point when there are upright freezers and heavy office desks to unload? Wyatt couldn’t think of a reasonable answer, and so, to escape their sourness, he waited out back beside the gravel lane that led from Highway 54 up to the loading dock.


Ten minutes later a white Ford Galaxie turned into the lane and made a halting progress toward the depot building. It rolled past him. It braked. It backed up. “Excuse me,” a voice called from the driver’s window. “I’m looking for Captain Throckmorton.”


“He’s in his office,” Wyatt said. “But he’s . . . Are you from St. James?”


The driver, a middle-aged woman in a sleeveless checkered blouse, had climbed from the car and was rounding its front end. “I’ve been assigned a job,” she said. “And I was wonder—” She stopped in her tracks.


“I’m Wyatt Huddy,” he said.


She noticed his duffel bag and turned the whole of her attention toward it. All the features of her ruddy face were pinched in concentration. She furrowed her brow. She grimaced. After a while she said, “The back driveway to the depot, it’s not very well . . .”


“Known?” he offered.


“Marked,” she said, still scrutinizing his duffel bag. “I passed the signpost a few times before I saw it and then . . . I don’t know . . .”


“Then you found it.”


“Yes. I’m Barbara McCauley from the St. James auxiliary.”


“Thank you for driving me.”


“Oh,” she said and waved her hand to and fro. “It’s not any . . .”


“But it is. It’s a long way, there and back. Would you like me to ride in the backseat, Barbara?”


She appeared to consider the offer, tilted her head in thought, reached a conclusion. “Up front is fine,” she said.


Yet once they’d buckled themselves in and set out, she seemed unnerved by his close proximity. She gripped the wheel and fixed her gaze on the road ahead. What he felt for her then, what he always felt in these strained circumstances, was a tenderness so acute it nearly pierced his heart. Who better than he to understand her discomfort, her embarrassment? He was, after all, well acquainted with the many flavors of distress people felt upon first seeing him. In Barbara McCauley’s case it wouldn’t improve matters to explain that the displacement of his features—the left half of the face higher than the right, the eyes offset by nearly an inch, the nose a bit mashed, the right side of his mouth sloping down—had a name, and that those unfamiliar with the disorder always assumed its sufferers were mentally retarded, when, luckily or unluckily, they were often of average intelligence.


He wasn’t retarded, a fact to be carefully and painfully imparted to every stranger he met. Not disabled. Not handicapped.


But not the equal of other young men or women his age, either. He’d earned a high school equivalency diploma from a technical school. He could assist in the repair of lawn mowers and certain automobiles and might have gone further in this career were it not for the machine manuals, which proved either too difficult or too poorly written. But he could weld. He had a good memory. In the two and a half years he’d lived in the depot, Captain Throckmorton had taught him to keep track of stock and pay utility bills and answer telephone inquiries.


They rode with the windows down to the outskirts of Jefferson City. Once the highway traffic opened up, Barbara McCauley let one hand drop from the wheel and braved a glance in his direction.


“I bet you’re an athlete,” she said. “I bet you play football. Does the Salvation Army have sports teams?”


“They don’t, no. Not sports teams.”


“But you’ve played some football, haven’t you?”


“Not really. We play field hockey on the dock sometimes, me and one of the other loaders.”


“Oh, but you should talk to the other boys you work with and get them all together for a football match. You’d be great at it. A young man your size. You’d smash right on through and score a goal.”


“Thank you, Barbara. I’ll think about doing that.”


She turned her attention back to the highway, which was arrow-straight and sided by long-drawn fields of squatty soybeans, wavering corn.
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Certain things about the Salvation Army depot he was glad to have escaped. No, not things. Certain people. The register clerks, Mindy and Janet. Wyatt didn’t enjoy their company, though he wasn’t able to share this opinion, since everyone else at the depot—employees and customers alike—thought Mindy and Janet were wonderful. They’d been inseparable best friends since childhood. Between them they’d developed a repertoire of code words and outrageous expressions. Often they goaded one another into hysterical laughter. (Unless, of course, either Mindy or Janet was in a sour mood, and then they would sulk and ridicule and make each other miserable.) But it was widely known that both young women had wild imaginations. For example, they could reach into a donation bin and pull out a random object, a pencil holder say, and pretend it was a blind man’s begging cup. For the rest of the afternoon, Mindy would teeter about the showroom calling out to Janet, Please, madam, please. Spare a nickel for a wretched blind man!


One afternoon the previous fall the trucks brought in a load of castoffs from an estate sale, and there, buried in a pile of old accounting ledgers, was a river otter, stuffed and mounted atop a varnished oak board. It was a strange-looking creature, this otter. When extracted from the water, stuffed and mounted, it looked different than you might expect—not playful or cute but flat-headed and fierce with a mouth full of crooked teeth. This otter was dead, obviously, its gaze dark and intense, its sleek body frozen in an unattractive forward lurch.


Mindy and Janet couldn’t get over it. “Well for goodness’ sake,” Janet said. “Take a look at this, Wyatt. A stuffed otter. It’s just what you need.”


He squinted at her doubtfully.


“A furry friend. You could use a furry friend, couldn’t you?”


For the rest of the day all their talk was about the stuffed otter and Wyatt. Wyatt and his furry friend. The adventures they would have! They’d wear matching sweaters and travel about the country in one of the depot trucks. Hilarious. Wyatt and the otter would check into expensive hotels and order their meals from room service. And a cup of French onion soup for my furry friend.


The next evening, a Friday, the showroom phone rang. The depot had been closed for hours. Wyatt wasn’t obliged to answer.


“Excuse me,” a male voice on the telephone said. “I’ve been calling all the stores in Jefferson City because I’m looking for a very special item. A very hard-to-find item. A river otter. Do you happen to have one?”


The voice was sincere and inquiring. To Wyatt it seemed that an honest answer was required. He said that yes, they did have an otter, but that it was stuffed.


“Stuffed is perfect. I already have a stuffed beaver.” Through the phone line Wyatt could hear a swell of merry chatter. The man might have been calling from a party or a crowded restaurant. He asked that the otter be set aside in his name. He’d come to the depot and pick it up first thing Monday morning. The man’s name was Harry S. Truman.


And so Wyatt wrote out and taped the man’s name to the animal’s soft belly and placed the otter behind the front counter. Even as he performed this task, it occurred to him that Mindy and Janet might have arranged this phone call. Which wasn’t so terrible, really. The things that set Mindy and Janet alight with laughter, the things that sent them shrieking and reeling about the depot showroom, didn’t always make sense to Wyatt. But they didn’t offend him, either.


It wasn’t a great surprise to learn on Monday morning that the phone call had been a prank. Everyone at the depot seemed to enjoy it. Hilarious. A stuffed otter with the name Harry S. Truman taped to its fur.


“But you must have known,” Captain Throckmorton said to him. “The name must have tipped you off, didn’t it?”


Wyatt could only nod vaguely. He could tell he’d missed something important. Harry S. Truman. It was a name he was supposed to recognize.


“Yes,” Wyatt said. “That’s right. I knew it. I knew that name.” But he could tell from the wincing expressions of those around him that he hadn’t been believed, and finally he shrugged and shuffled away. Later, once the depot was crowded with customers, he wandered to the far corner of the showroom and consulted a set of donated encyclopedias. Harry S. Truman was an American president. The thirty-third. He’d come from Missouri, from the not-so-distant town of Independence. To understand this was to feel a sudden flood of humiliation. To be drowned in shame. It required a painful adjustment. He’d had to refigure his opinion of himself, to lower his estimation of what he was capable of.
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They stopped at a drive-in for lunch, and Barbara McCauley bought him, over his objection, two king-size hamburgers. She sipped a coffee and told him that several years back, when her son and his friends had played high school football, they would practice at a nearby park and then tramp right into her kitchen looking for food. She made them remove their jerseys and pads before serving them hamburgers. But what a mess and commotion they made, these sweaty, shirtless teenage boys gathered around her kitchen table. She said she wanted to spank their butts and send them straight to the shower.
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